Thoreau's support of Brown will be put forth --based on Thoreau's long history of abolitionist sentiments and his Transcendentalist beliefs. Through such an approach it may be shown that the kinship between Henry Thoreau and John Brown was not so eccentric as it has been judged to be.
unfortunate.,,8 Reforms in education, the Unitarian developments in religion, the Associationist movements,and the growth of the Transcendental school of philosophy--to mention only a few--are all indicative of a moral, intellectual, and emotional evolution in America.
The controversy caused by this evolution was considerable. The result was a breed of stubborn individua:1ists who acted according to their beliefs whether or not they were in accord with the majority opinion. Such a result is to be expected. Most of the reform movements stressed the sanctity of the individual, the right of all men to be equal, the necessity of obeying the dictates of one's conscience.
"It was now argued that no single code fits all situations adequately and that each individual must be left perfectly free to judge for himself what his actual duty on any given occasion is.,,9
Men who felt strongly about a cause were willing to risk the threat of violence and death. In 1835, the building in which the Liberator was published was attacked by a mob wanting to tar and feather
Garrison, who escaped with the help of police through a back window. 10
Elijah Lovejoy was murdered by a mob in 1837 when he attempted to defend the press of his abolitionist newspaper, ~ Observer, in Alton,
11
Illinois. In l8'n, Nat Turner led a revolt of slaves that "resulted in the massacre of nearly sixty whites, most of whom were women and children, in Southampton County, virginia.,,12
A catalyst for most reform movements was religion. Many of the reformers--even when they were not ministers like Lovejoy, Emerson, Parker, and others--were deeply religious. There he was constantly concerned with abolitionist activities and in spreading his own religious beliefs among his neighbors.
Theologically Brown was an orthodox nineteenth-century Calvinist who believed in foreordination and providential slgns, in the doctrine of election, innate depravity, and in man's total dependence on a sovereign and arbitrary God. He believed, too, that once an individual had "experienced religion" through "God's infinite grace and mercy," then God became for that person a constant, all-powerful, directive presence in his life. 19
Brown's neighbors were to receive his word of God from his own mouth when he organized a church on the second floor of his tannery and preached to them. He also built a school and dedicated much of his time to instructing the young and old in religious and moral principles. 20
Brown's own children, of course, were to receive strict religious instruction and an equally severe indoctrination to the evils of slavery, as is witnessed by his son, John Jr., who led his own legion in the Kansas wars, and his other sons, some of whom followed their father to Harpers Ferry and died.
It took five and one-half dec.ades to create "Brown of Ossawatomie."
His hatred of slavery and his staunch belief that God had created him for the destruction of that vile institution was molded by an antislavery and deeply religious family, by his abolitionist environment in
Ohio and Pennsylvania, and by personal encounters with the cruelty of slavery. In 1817, Brown listened to the sermon of an abolitionist minister who was denouncing the recent murder of Elijah Lovejoy, the anti-slavery editor. "As the meeting drew to a close, Brown suddenly stood up, raised his right hand, and vowed that here, before God, in this church, in the presence of these witnesses, he would consecrate his life to the destruction of slavery.,,2l So, a full twenty years before his "insane and impulsive" actions at Harpers Ferry and in Kansas, Brown made a public avowal of his intentions.
John Brown was a young man of seventeen, already deeply involved in religion and abolition, when Henry Thoreau was born. But Henry was eventually to acquire attitudes similar to Brown's from his parents, John and Cynthia. John Thoreau was a quiet man who early in life had difficulty making a living, but by taking over a pencil factory started by his brother-in-law, he was to find reasonable financial security.
Perhaps John's most dominant attribute was that of honesty. "His neighbors thought of him as 'an amiable and most lovable gentleman, but far too honest and scarcely sufficiently energetic for this exacting yet not over scrupulous world of ours. ,,,22 According to one account "he even sold his gold wedding ring to satisfy his creditors.,,23 Not only did John suffer from over-honesty, but also from recurring illness.
But if John was quiet and at times sickly, his wife was the opposite. Cynthia was social, strong-willed, and energetic. Her house was always filled with her own family and the boarders she took in to supplement the family income. Henry was raised in a home of bustling activity with his mother, the ardent reformer, often causing the turmoil.
When writing of the Thoreaus, Henry S. Salt said: "It must be added that they entered with such zeal into the agitation for the abolition of slavery, that when that question began to be debated in Massachusetts, they were willing to make their house a rendezvous for abolitionist conspirators.,,24
The Thoreaus were also in the center of the religious turmoil over the switch from Trinitarianism to Unitarianism in Concord's in the previous year; he declared that the law must be trampled into the dust. Finally, he discussed the do-nothing, say-nothing stand of the press, stating that "The Commonwealth, and the Liberator, are the only papers, so far as I know, which make themselves heard in the condemnation of the cowardice and meanness of the authorities of Boston as lately exhibited." He made a recommendation. "I would advise abolitionists to make as earnest and vigorous and persevering an assault on the press, as they have already made, and 'with effect too, on the church."
This rather poorly written passage betrays his enthusiasm; and in the height of his enthusiasm, he suggests a boycott of those papers which did not speak out against this act of tyranny.35
The evidence of his writings and actions would seemingly negate Canby's assertion that "Thoreau was never an abolitionist." It is true and there Brown revealed a sketchy plan of such an attack in the Allegheny mountains. As Douglass recor(1ed it, Brown said, "'These mountains are the basis of my plan. God has given the strength of the hills to freedom; they were placed here for emancipation of the negro race; they are full of natural forts, where one man for defense will be equal to a hundred for attack. ,,,41
The attack in Virginia had been Brown's major obsession since his first Kansas trip, and the raid itself was the subject of months of preparation. The excursion was well-ordered in accordance with Brown's general tendency to plan extensively and execute his plan. However, his plot was narrow and incomplete even though he did not hurry. As his business adventures in Ohio and Pennsylvania would indicate, Brown had a history of incompleteness and lack of insight and judgment. Also, he refused to listen to advice, believing, as always, that his decisions were inspired by God. For instance, after waiting months for recruits who never did show up for the Harpers Ferry raid, Brown was unhappy but certain that God wanted the attack to go on with the few men available. 42
The Virginia raid was not a matter of impulse, and it failed because
Brown was an incompetent general and tactician, not because he suffered from insane impulses. One should be careful not to confuse lack of insight with insanity. I should say that he was an old-fashioned man in his respect for the Constitution, and his faith in the permanence of this union. Slavery he deemed to be wholly opposed to these, and he was its determined foe.
A man of rare common sense and directness of speech, as of action; a transcendentalist above all, a man of ideas and principles,--that was what distinguished him. Not yielding to a whim or transient impulse, but carrying out the purpose of a life.
He was not in the least a rhetorician, ••• had no need to invent anything but to tell the truth, and communicate his own resolution; therefore he appeared incomparably strong. 46
Why would BroWn impre.ss Thoreau as a good man, strong and honest in his determination to destroy slavery? We must recall only that Brown had been raised in a home which systematically taught a hatred of slavery; that since childhood he had been a determined foe of that institution and had long been active in underground movements;
that he was a devout Calvinist who beliE;ved in "providential signs" and that God guided the actions of those he elected. We must remember that
Brown could not help being moved by the general reform atmosphere in the North. Keeping these elements of Brown's background in mind, and recalling that he had in the previous few years seen the cruelties of slavery and had faced and feared the growing strength of his slavestate enemies, it is then not difficult to understand how John Brown's inspired resolve against slavery should be convincing to the sensitive mind of Henry Thoreau.
And, also, one must not forget that Thoreau had not been raised in a vacuum. He and his family, as earlier documented, had long been involved in the reform movement. Thoreau had lately been greatly frustrated by the Fugitive Slave Law, and as a result, had helped runaways escape to Canada. In his speech "Slavery in Massachusetts," he attacked his own state for its inactivity and its willingness to submit to the "fugitive" law and to actually aid in the return of runaways to the South. He discussed the shame of a state that allowed Anthony Burns and Thomas Sims to be carried off. 47
Truly, there was much to explain Thoreau's support of Brown. Nothing memorable was ever accomplished in a prosaic mood of mind. The heroes and discoverers have found true more than was previously believed, only when they were expecting and dreaming of something more than their contemporaries dreamed of,--when they were in a frame of mind prepared in some measure for the truth. 53
. As Harding asserts, Thoreau's Transcendentalism caused him to have faith in the individual's ability to right social problems. "He believed firmly that reform always began with the individual.,,54
In his most famous essay, "Civil Disobedience," published in 1849, Thoreau had written in Walden, "No man ever followed his genius till it misled him."S8 But both men, though their theologies differed, knew that slavery was the great evil of the day, and both strongly felt that it was the individual's responsibility to obey the dictates of his conscience.
To Thoreau, Brown was the man of principles, the man who recognized and obeyed the higher law. Brown was a Carlylean hero, the man who had acknowledged his life's work and pursued it relentlessly. Thoreau's belief in Brown's heroism was made clear in his speech, "The Last Days of John Brown": "Look not to legislatures and churches for your guidance, not to any soulless incorporated bodies, but to inspirited or inspired ones."S9 Henry even chided the weakness of those who called Brown insane. "Editors persevered for a good while in saying that Brown was crazy; but at last they said only that it was 'a crazy scheme,' and the only evidence brought to prove i t was that it cost him his life.,,60
Those who had doubts about Brown's sanity,. he felt, .shouldquestion their own position, as a statement recorded in Thoreau's journal a decade before indicates: "Referred to the world's standards, the hero, the discoverer, is insane, its greatest men are all insane.,,61 Thoreau was intimat:' .. ng that the effecting of monumental and necessary change demands actions and men that most will label insane because of the novelty and force of the action, the strength and spiritual power of the men. It was the intention of this writer to investigate why Thoreau supported Brown, not why his support may seem unreasonable in 1971.
And, in fact, the Civil War may have proven the validity of the approach Brown took and Thoreau supported, for the ultimate solution to that"irrepressible conflict" was a violent one, the approach of John Brown.
We may not accept the Calvinism of Brown nor the Transcendentalism of Thoreau that, to them, made their positions justifiable. But, when one considers the backgrounds of the two-wtlich include for both a family .
grounded in abolitionist activities and a personal belief in the duties of a divinely inspired individual--plus their easy willingness to disobey governmental law in deference to a higher law, then their kinship seems much less improbable.
